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Antarctic Program deposited there in the past. Rocks from the construction of a jetty along the shoreline at McMurdo have caused alterations in the unique soft bottom benthic community. Operations and management practices and activities of other nations operating in Antarctica have also resulted in damage to the environment. While remediation of impacts from some past practices may cause greater environmental harm than good, it is clear that those practices should not be repeated.
The international system of governance for Antarctica provides an opportunity to fulfill a consensus for stewardship, which is not found in other environments that have come to be valued globally, such as the rainforests of Central and South America. In the 1980s, concerns about the environmental practices in Antarctica and the potential for further damage arising from the possibility of the development of mineral resources have led to a recognition among the TYeaty nations that enhanced stewardship of Antarctica was needed. In 1991, following a series of negotiations, an international consensus for stewardship and protection of the antarctic environment emerged in the form of the Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic TYeaty. Protecting the antarctic environment not only preserves internationally held values for environmental conservation, but also provides a positive example of stewardship of Earth by the international community.
Maintaining the pristine nature of Antarctica and protecting the unique species that live there are also critical for maintaining the continent's value for many important scientific studies. Undisturbed benthic habitats, in which marine communities have been isolated for perhaps 20 million years, provide a unique opportunity for studies of evolution. The astronomical observatory at South Pole Station depends on the dry, unpolluted atmosphere for the viewing conditions that make it the best place for certain observations other than a satellite observatory. The antarctic ice sheets are central to the role of the continent as Earth's most important heat sink, to the dynamics of the atmosphere, and to climatic variability. Tb understand current conditions, the ice sheets must remain essentially unmodified by human activities. Antarctica plays an essential role in many of Earth's dynamic systems, from the litho-sphere to the oceans, the cryosphere, and the atmosphere.
The realization that anthropogenic pollutants, such as DDT or chloro-fluorocarbons, may have a major impact on our environment has been followed by questions as to how background levels of naturally occurring compounds, such as carbon dioxide and methane, can be established. Few places are so isolated that anthropogenic inputs to the environment are at a minimum-Antarctica is the best example. The continent offers the best opportunity for establishing background levels of many important environmental parameters, and at the same time may offer the best opportunity toessential for accurate modeling of climate change. Forwer left).
